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Despite commitments by all the Central American governments to enact environmental-protection
programs, little progress has been made in the region, both because of administrative difficulties
and because official promises are frequently offset by state efforts to promote commercial
exploitation of natural resources. As a result, grassroots groups and environmental organizations are
stepping up their pressure on governments to push sustainable-development programs forward. In
mid-October, during the World Conservation Congress in Montreal, representatives from official
and nongovernmental environmental organizations in Central America discussed the achievements
and failures of the Sustainable Development Alliance (Alianza para el Desarrollo Sostenible,
ALIDES) since its creation in October 1994.
The Montreal congress, organized by the International Union for the Conservation of Nature
(IUCN), was held Oct. 13-23 and included representatives from around the world. According
to Jorge Cabrera, head of the Central American Environment and Development Commission
(Comision Centroamericana de Ambiente y Desarrollo, CCAD) which was set up by the isthmian
governments to coordinate ALIDES programs at the regional level the alliance has progressed
slowly because of a chronic lack of operational capacity at the local level.
The CCAD, together with the national-level affiliate commissions in each country (Comisiones
Nacionales de Medio Ambiente, CONAMA), have drawn up elaborate ALIDES projects and
programs for all the isthmian nations, few of which have moved forward because of a lack of funds
and local ability to act. "It's essential that we develop better links among regional, national, and local
agendas," said Cabrera. "We have a regional agenda and seven national agendas, but we don't have
effective mechanisms in place to make the proposals a reality at the local level. From here forward
we must insist that all proposals include sections that clearly demonstrate a project's viability."
According to Costa Rican political-affairs director Luis Guillermo Solis, an overzealous approach
to the alliance's proposed agenda for sustainable-development projects led to a "flurry of accords"
throughout the region regarding environmental commitments and projects, very few of which were
actually implemented. "During the past two years, the regional governments have signed some 2,000
accords covering all the areas contained in the ALIDES development framework, the vast majority of
which simply could not be executed," said Solis. "That, in turn, led to a huge gap between what the
alliance was proposing at the regional level and what has been contemplated or carried out at the
national level."
Solis said that, as a result of the administrative paralysis, government officials from around the
region have streamlined the original agenda of projects, reducing the accords contained in the
ALIDES portfolio to just 300. At the same time, the governments are greatly scaling back their
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expectations for foreign financing and plan to request assistance only for key projects that are
considered the most viable and the most likely to be funded. "Central America no longer expects
to just pass the hat around indiscriminately when looking for financing," said Solis. "We are now
becoming more selective, targeting the countries most likely to give assistance and carefully setting
priorities for the projects that need funding."
Most of the Montreal conference participants concurred that ALIDES's most important advance
to date was the agreement in June to construct a Mesoamerican Biological Corridor that will run
from southern Mexico to the tip of Panama. Under the agreement, the eight participating nations
will safeguard the region's flora and fauna by legally delimitating environmental-protection zones
in each country (see NotiCen, 08/08/96). The member nations are currently compiling an inventory
of the endangered flora and fauna in the region, as well as the geographical regions that are either
already considered "protected areas" or that should be incorporated into the biological corridor.
An initial blueprint of the corridor will be finished sometime in 1997, and then the governments
will begin promoting sustainable-development projects in those zones that will permit local
communities to exploit natural resources in an environmentally friendly manner. According to
former IUCN president Gerardo Budowsky, for example, the chemical prospecting and conservation
project that Costa Rica's National Institute for Biodiversity set up six years ago will serve as a model
for similar programs in other countries once the corridor has been established.
Under the program, Costa Rica signed a landmark deal with the Merck & Company pharmaceutical
firm that commits Merck to provide funds for local groups to carry out chemical prospecting in
protected tropical forests. If new drugs are developed as a result of the research, the contract binds
the company to share royalties, which would then be used for conservation of Costa Rica's protected
zones. Still, notwithstanding the administrative overhaul of ALIDES and the progress achieved so
far on the biological corridor, independent environmental groups criticize the regional governments
for failing to consult nongovernmental organizations regarding ALIDES-related plans.
Moreover, grassroots organizations say that, despite the official commitment to environmental
protection, all the isthmian states have launched plans to promote commercial exploitation of
natural resources by foreign investors, creating an apparent conflict of interest. Consequently,
controversial forestry and mining concessions in nearly all the isthmian nations have generated
sharp conflicts with local community organizations, especially Indian groups, who claim that many
concessions are located on their lands and violate their rights (see NotiCen, 05/30/96, 07/18/96,
08/15/96, and 10/24/96).
In fact, conflicts over forestry concessions are even emerging in Belize, which until now had earned
a reputation as being more advanced in environmental-protection programs than other regional
countries. In contrast to its nearest Central American neighbors rapidly deforesting Guatemala
and Honduras and virtually denuded El Salvador Belize is about 70% covered by broadleaf forest.
In mid-1995, however, the government granted logging rights in the Colombia River and Maya
Mountain reserves in southern Belize to Atlantic Industries, Ltd. A related company, Toledo
Atlantic, also received a license to log national lands near Santa Ana and the Moho River.
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Environmentalists fear that irreparable damage will be done to the reserves, which scientists from
Conservation International and the Missouri Botanical Garden say contains some of the greatest
natural wealth in Belize, housing broad biological diversity. As a result, Mayan communities in
those zones are organizing to reverse the logging contracts and block new ones. Under leadership
of the Toledo Maya Cultural Council, which represents Mayan interests in Belize and trains village
leaders, the Mayas have organized, held rallies, and sent representatives to Belmopan, Belize's
capital, and Washington, DC, to argue their case. In fact, such disputes over Indian lands and
environmental degradation is galvanizing Indian communities into coordinated regional action for
the first time.
In August, leaders from 12 indigenous tribes from throughout the Americas met in a six-day
summit in Costa Rica sponsored by the Costa Rica-based Earth Council and the Fetzer Institute
of Kalamazoo, Michigan to exchange experiences and coordinate responses to continuing
environmental degradation in their communities. The participating tribes included the Bri-bri, Cree,
Garifuna, Keetowah, Ketchua, Kolla, Kuna, Macuna, Mapuche, Maya, Mahuat, and Shuar. "Our
Mother Earth is crying," said Victor Yellow Hawk of the Keetowah tribe in the US. "Our relatives,
the animals, are losing their homes. Signs of destruction and illness are everywhere." Basilio Ah, a
Mayan leader from Belize, was more combative: "This attack began in 1492 with the exploitation of
our lands. Now foreigners and high government officials are coming at us with secret accords that
permit firms to come on our lands and destroy our forests."
Alongside the indigenous struggles are growing efforts by a diverse array of environmental and
grassroots organizations to push the Central American governments into greater action to protect
the environment and to take their viewpoints into account before granting forestry, mining, or other
commercial concessions. Oct. 14-17, for example, representatives from environmental organizations
in 24 countries including El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Honduras met for a four-day "International
Forum on Aquiculture and its Environmental Impact," which focused specifically on the effect of
shrimp cultivation on mangrove forests and other tropical lowland zones, such as marshes and
beaches.
The cultivated shrimp industry is booming in Honduras and Nicaragua, as well as many other
parts of Latin America. In Honduras, shrimp exports constitute the country's largest nontraditional
export product, earning on average about US$120 million per year. Shrimp cultivated in humanmade ponds represents about 75% of the income generated from exports. The ponds, run by some
40 firms, are concentrated along 8,600 ha of mangrove forests that hug the Gulf of Fonseca. But
environmental organizations say the ponds are destroying the mangrove forests along the gulf and
in other areas of Central America.
According to Nestor Windevoxhel, the IUCN's technical director in Central America who analyzed
mangrove destruction during the Montreal congress, about 25% of the mangrove forests on the
isthmus have been lost because of shrimp farms and other crop cultivation in those areas, as well
as urbanization and indiscriminate infrastructure development. Unlike tropical forests, mangroves
have no special government protection in place even though they are on state lands. But their
destruction is profoundly affecting marine life and tropical flora in those zones. At the close of
the forum, which was sponsored by Greenpeace and the Ecuadoran group Accion Ecologica,
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the participants signed a declaration calling for a world moratorium on shrimp cultivation until
environmentally friendly farm techniques can be developed.
In addition, Greenpeace and local environmental groups are making plans for a boycott of
Honduran shrimp exports to push President Carlos Roberto Reina's administration to take action
to protect the mangroves. "Shrimp cultivation is destroying the biodiversity contained in humid
tropical areas such as mangroves, beaches, marshes, and lagunas," said Jorge Varela, head of the
Comite para la Defensa y Desarrollo de la Flora y Fauna del Golfo de Fonseca. "We are trying to
construct a common international platform for the defense of those zones. Shrimp cultivation must
be made environmentally friendly."
Just the threat of a boycott has forced a response by the government and the private sector. Some
5,000 shrimp farmers and their employees held a demonstration during the conference, which took
place in the city of Choluteca, near the Gulf of Fonseca. According to the farmers, the industry
provides direct employment to about 18,000 workers and indirect employment to about 100,000
people. "We can't just fold our arms and stand by while a boycott is mounted on the basis of some
denunciations by ecologists," said Oswaldo Kafati, head of the Asociacion de Acuicultores de
Honduras (ANDAH).
Greenpeace has temporarily suspended its boycott plans following a promise by President
Reina to name a joint committee to examine the destruction of mangroves and to recommend
environmentally friendly farming methods to the Honduran shrimp industry. [Sources: Prensa de
Honduras, 09/03/96; La Prensa (Nicaragua), 09/10/96; El Tiempo (Honduras), 09/21/96, 09/27/96;
Tico Times (Costa Rica), 09/27/96, 10/11/96; Dallas Morning News, 10/15/96; Honduras This Week,
10/17/96; Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala), Central American News (Costa Rica), 10/24/96;
Agence France- Presse, 10/14/96, 10/17/96, 10/25/96; Inter Press Service, 10/20/96, 10/23/96, 10/25/96,
10/27/96; New York Times, 11/05/96]
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